Determination and Presentation 
of Package Pricing Offers in Response to Customer Interest in a Product 



Cross-Reference To Related Applications 

^^|v(^^le present application is related to Jhe^sybject matter of commonly- 
owned^^ Application Serial No^9^85t424, filed May 27, 1998 and entitled 
SYSTEM AND METHOD FORJ3YNAMIC ASSEMBLY OF PACKAGES IN 
RETAIL ENVIRONME^S^The entire contents of this application are hereby 
1 0 incorporated byreference. 

Technical Field 

The present invention relates to retail pricing of products presented to 
customers as a package. More particularly, the present invention relates to the 
1 5 determination and presentation of retail package pricing offers. 

Background of the Invention 

Retailers often attempt to increase their overall revenues by encouraging 
customers to spend more money per visit to a retail establishment. One method 

20 retailers have utilized to encourage customers to spend more money during a visit to a 
retail establishment is to offer a discount for the purchase of multiple units of a single 
product. Such a discount scheme is typically enticing to customers when offered in 
connection with non-perishable goods that require replacement over time (e.g. canned 
goods). However, customers tend not to be persuaded to purchase multiple units of 

25 consumer products such as clothing or electronics. Other methods for encouraging 
customers to spend more money during a visit to a retail establishment have been 
attempted with varying degrees of success. 

In general, customers are more likely to increase expenditures at a retail 
establishment if they perceive that they are receiving personal attention and/or a 

30 discount not available to other customers. As an example, small privately-owned shops 
("boutiques") are often successful in encouraging customers to spend more money per 
visit by providing personal sales assistants to assist their customers. Personal sales 
assistants are especially effective if they have the authority to offer personalized 
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package pricing discounts to the customers. For example, a sales assistant in an 
exclusive men's store, when helping a customer who is considering the purchase of a 
suit, may suggest a shirt and tie to go with the suit. The salesman may offer to sell the 
shirt and tie for only $50 above the price of the suit (wherein the retail prices of the 
5 shirt and tie are $45 and $25, respectively) if the customer agrees to purchase the suit. 
In this example, the customer is more likely to buy the suit as well as the shirt and the 
tie. The retailer benefits by completing a transaction and by increasing the purchase 
total of that transaction. The retailer may be particularly willing to offer a substantial 
discount on the shirt and tie if a large profit margin is to be realized on the suit. 

10 Larger retailers and retail chains, however, have been unable to take 

advantage of such a personalized package pricing method. Personalized package 
pricing in a sizable retail environment would inappropriately place negotiating and 
price structure power in the hands of a large number of store sales personnel. In order 
to effectively utilize the above-described personalized price packaging method, store 

15 sales personnel would require intimate knowledge of the cost of each item and would 
require the ability to quickly and correctly determine an attractive, yet still profitable, 
price package to offer a customer. Placing such negotiating and price structure power 
in the hands of too many store sales personnel is particularly undesirable due to the 
potential for fraud and potential loss of profits. Specifically, sales personnel may be 

20 apt to sell products at substantial discounts to their friends and family. 

On-line retailers suffer from the same inability to .offer personalized 
package pricing discounts and are thus unable to encourage customers to purchase 
items which are of interest to the customers, while simultaneously increasing the 
customers' purchase totals. In fact, on-line retailers suffer from an acute lack of ability 

25 to offer personalized sales assistance to their customers in general. 

Accordingly, there remains a need for a system and method to enable 
retailers, particularly on-line retailers, to provide personalized sales assistance for 
encouraging customers to complete purchases that they are considering and to increase 
their purchase total. 

30 

Summary of the Invention 
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The present invention satisfies the above-described needs by providing a 
system and method for the determination and presentation of package offers in response 
to an indication of a customer's interest in a primary product. A retailer may offer 
products for sale in an on-line retail environment, such as via a web-site, or in a 
5 physical retail environment. In response to an indication of interest in a primary 
product by a customer, a package offer is presented to the customer. A package offer is 
an offer for sale by a retailer of a package of products at a package price. The package 
of products typically comprises the primary product and at least one secondary product. 
The primary product and the at least one secondary product each have a corresponding 

10 retail price. A package price is determined for the package, which is typically less than 
the sum of the corresponding retail prices of the primary product and the at least one 
secondary product. In one embodiment of the present invention, the determination of 
the package price and the at least one secondary product included in the package is 
based on the profit margin of at least one of the primary product and the at least one 

1 5 secondary product. 

The package offer is then presented to the customer. If the customer 
provides a customer response indicating a rejection of the package offer, another 
package to be offered to the customer may be determined. This other package may 
comprise (i) the primary product and at least one secondary product that is different 

20 from at least one of the previously included at least one secondary products, or (ii) the 
primary product and the same at least one secondary product at a package price that is 
lower than the previously presented package price. If the customer response indicates a 
payment identifier and/or an acceptance of the package offer, a financial account 
identified by the payment identifier may be charged for the amount of the package 

25 price. Upon completion of the transaction with the customer, transaction data relating 
to sale of the package may be stored in a database. 

Package products of an accepted package offer may be shipped to the 
customer automatically or upon request by the customer. Alternately, the customer 
may be provided with a code identifying the package offer and product identifiers for 

30 the package products. The customer may visit a retail establishment to pick up the 
package products and may provide the code to the retailer for input into a point-of-sale 
terminal. The point-of-sale terminal may be in communication with a central server, 
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which may in turn be in communication with a database storing the code and the 
product identifiers for the package products. Thus, the point-of-sale terminal may be 
operable to communicate with the central server in order to determine the package price 
to be charged to the customer or to verify that the package price has already been 
5 charged to the financial account of the customer. If necessary, the point-of-sale 
terminal may communicate with a financial institution to charge the package price to 
the financial account of the customer. 

The present invention may be practiced in a multi-retailer embodiment. 
For example the primary product may be sold by a first retailer and a secondary product 
10 may be sold by a second retailer. Upon completion of the transaction with the 
customer, appropriate portions of the charged package price may be distributed to the 
first retailer and the second retailer. A central server may be operable to handle the 
transaction on behalf of the multiple retailers and to distribute the appropriate funds. 

1 5 Brief Description of the Drawings 

FIG. 1, comprising FIG. 1A, FIG. IB and FIG. 1C, provides an 
overview block diagram of various systems in accordance with exemplary 
embodiments of the present invention. 

FIG. 2 comprising FIG. 2A, FIG. 2B, FIG. 2C, FIG. 2D, and FIG. 2E is 
20 an illustration of various illustrative configurations of a product database in accordance 
with exemplary embodiments of the present invention. 

FIG. 3 illustrates an exemplary session table of a session database in 
accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 4 illustrates an exemplary transaction table of a transaction 
25 database in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 5 illustrates an exemplary customer table of a customer database in 
accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the presetn invention. 

FIG. 6A and 6B each illustrate an exemplary web-page of a web-site of 
an on-line retail establishment for presenting a package offer to a customer in 
30 accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 
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FIG. 7 is a flow chart illustrating the general steps of an exemplary 
method for presenting a package offer to a customer in accordance with an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 8, comprising FIG. 8A, FIG. 8B, FIG. 8C and FIG. 8D, provides 
5 flow charts illustrating exemplary methods for assembling package offers in accordance 
with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 9 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method for determining 
a package price in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

10 FIGS. 10A and 1 OB are a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method 

for determining a package offer in accordance with an embodiment of the present 
invention. 

Detailed Description of the Exemplary Embodiments 

15 The present invention provides a system and method to enable retailers, 

particularly on-line retailers, to determine that a product is of interest to a customer and 
to determine a package of products to be offered to the customer, at a package price. In 
response to detecting an expression of interest by a customer in a particular product, 
referred to herein as a primary product, a package is determined. Determining a 

20 package may comprise (i) retrieving a predetermined package of products associated 
with the product of interest to the customer from a database, or (ii) assembling a 
package based on predetermined considerations. A package may be assembled using 
various considerations. Applicant's co-pending U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 
09/085,424, filed May 27, 1998, entitled "SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR DYNAMIC 

25 ASSEMBLY OF PACKAGES IN RETAIL ENVIRONMENTS" discloses a method 
and system for assembling packages of products based on revenue-management 
theories, available inventory, and complementary families of products. For example, a 
package of product may be assembled based on product information such as sales 
performance data such as inventory availability and demand rate. The products 

30 included in a package may be selected such that each product is selected from a 
different department of the retailer (e.g. one product is from the deli department and 
another product is from the house-wares department). Furthermore, customer may be 
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rewarded for accepting packages that include products from a variety of department, or 
from complementary departments, by being offered package prices that are more 
discounted than package prices for packages that do not include products from 
complementary, or a variety of, departments. 
5 The package may comprise, for example, the primary product and at 

least one secondary product. A package price is then determined for the package. The 
package price may be less than the sum of the retail prices of each of the package 
products (i.e., the primary product and the at least one secondary product). The 
customer is presented with a package pricing offer (for brevity referred to herein as a 
10 "package offer"), which is an offer for the sale of the package of products at the 
package price. 

Detecting that a primary product is of interest to the customer may 
involve detecting that information relating to the primary product is displayed on a 
web-page viewed by the customer for a pre-determined amount of time, detecting an 

15 input signal generated by the customer in response to information displayed on a web- 
page relating to the primary product, detecting that the customer has added the primary 
product to a virtual shopping cart, or detecting a keyword input by the customer into an 
input field on a web-page and determining that the keyword relates to the primary 
product. Other signals transmitted from a customer device may also be interpreted as 

20 an expression of interest by the customer in the primary product. Also, the customer 
may explicitly indicate an interest in the primary product by requesting to be presented 
with a package offer associated with the primary product. 

As disclosed above, a package may be determined in a variety of ways. 
For example, a package may be determined by accessing a database to locate a pre- 

25 determined package associated with the primary product identifier. Determining a 
package may also involve accessing a database to select secondary products from a 
plurality of available secondary products. The selected secondary products may have a 
pre-determined relationship with the primary product, such as a similar color, utility, or 
the like. For example, products that are complementary to one another may be selected 

30 for inclusion in a package (e.g. cream cheese and bagels or hot dogs and buns). The 
secondary product may also be selected based the profit margin of the primary product 
and/or the profit margin of the secondary product. The database may also store 
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information relating to at least one additional product of interest to the customer. 
Accordingly, determining a package may involve accessing the database to determine 
the at least one additional product of interest to the customer and selecting the 
additional product of interest to the customer as a secondary product for the package. 
5 Similarly, the database may store information relating to a previous transaction of the 
customer, which includes a previously sold product. Determining the package to be 
offered to the customer may involve accessing the database to determine a previously 
sold product and selecting a secondary product that has a pre-determined relationship 
with the previously sold product. 

10 The package price may also be determined in a variety of ways. For 

example, determining the package price may involve determining a discounted price for 
each of the secondary products in the package and summing the retail price of the 
primary product and the discounted prices for the secondary products. The discounted 
price for each of the secondary products may be based on a profit margin of the primary 

1 5 product. In another embodiment, determining the package price involves determining a 
discounted price for the primary product and for the secondary products and summing 
the discounted prices of the primary product and the secondary products. A discounted 
price for the primary product or the secondary products may be based on a profit 
margin of the primary product and/or a profit margin of at least one of the secondary 

20 products. 

A package offer may comprise an offer for sale of a pre-determined 
number of the secondary products, selected by the customer, at the package price. The 
package offer may instead comprise an offer for sale of a customer-selected number of 
the secondary products, wherein the secondary products are selected by the customer 

25 from a plurality of available secondary products, at a package price. The package price 
may thus vary based on the customer-selected number of secondary products. In 
another embodiment, the package offer may comprise the primary product and a 
plurality of lists of secondary products. The package offer may comprise an offer for 
sale of a pre-determined number of the secondary products, wherein one secondary 

30 product is selected by the customer from each of the plurality of lists, at the package 
price. In another embodiment, multiple package offers may be presented to the 
customer. By way of illustration, a first package offer for sale of a first package at a 
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first package price may be presented to the customer along with a second package offer 
for sale of a second package at a second package price. The customer may thus choose 
to accept one or more of the package offers. 

Systems in accordance with the present invention may comprise a 
5 central server and a customer device. Point-of-sale devices and/or retailer devices may 
also be included. A central server may include, or be in communication with, a 
database storing information pertaining to products. A central server may also host or 
be in communication with a web-site displaying information pertaining to products 
offered for sale. A central server may thus be operable to determine when a customer 
10 has expressed an interest in a primary product, to determine a package, to determine a 
package price, and to present a package offer to the customer. A central server may 
□ also comprise such components as a communications port operable to send and receive 
f]j data and a processor operable to perform the above-describe functions in response to 

signals or data received via the communications port. 
=1-15 A customer device may be operable to send input signals, such as data 

|ij and commands, to the central server. The customer device may send such input signals 
^ to the central server via a web-site. A customer device may include such components 
SI as a display device, a communications port, and an input device. An input device may 
ij 1 be operable to generate an input signal indicating an interest in a primary product. The 
^20 processor may be operable to manage and control the functions of the customer device, 
such as executing a browser to display pages of the web-site on the display device, send 
signals via the communications port to the central server, receive a package offer from 
the central server via the communications port and display the package offer on the 
display device. The processor may be operable to perform at least some of the 
25 functionality associated with the customer device. 

The customer device allows the customer to communicate with a central 
controller operating in accordance with the present invention and may comprise, for 
example, a kiosk, personal computer, or portable input device, in communication with 
the central server. A portable input device may comprise, for example, a personal 
30 digital assistant (PDA), hand-held bar code scanner, a one-way or two-way pager, or a 
wire or wireless telephone (e.g. a cellular telephone). The customer device may thus 
comprise an input device operable to input the primary product identifier, a display 
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device operable to present a package offer received from the central server, and a 
printer operable to print a printed version of the package offer. In a physical retail 
embodiment the customer device may be further operable to output a printed version of 
the package offer that may include a code identifying the package offer and product 
5 identifiers for the primary product and the secondary products included in the package. 
The input device of the customer device may optionally be a bar code reader. 

The following description will hereinafter refer to the drawings, in 
which like numerals indicate like elements throughout the several figures. 

Referring now to FIG. 1, comprising FIG. 1A, FIG. IB, and FIG. 1C, 
10 overview block diagrams of systems 100A-C are provided in accordance with 
exemplary embodiments of the present invention. As shown in FIG. 1A, a system 
i=5 100A in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention may be 
t]j practiced in an on-line retail environment. In such an embodiment, a central server 102 
jif may host or be in communication with an on-line retail establishment. The central 
;|Sl5 server 102 may be a "web server" of a retailer (e.g. a retailer server). The central server 
n] 102 may generate web pages (documents on the World Wide Web that typically 
^ include an HTML file and associated graphics and script files) to be accessed via the 
-J World Wide Web, and may also allow purchases to be made. A web site may consist 
ill of several such web pages and associated databases. According to another 
^20 embodiment, the central server 102 is a computer associated with the operation of a 
physical store. Such a computer, for example a point-of-sale (POS) server, would 
perform tasks such as inventory management and item pricing for the store. 

On-line retail establishments are commonly referred to as "virtual 
stores," "electronic-stores," "e-stores," "Internet stores," "e-commerce" web-sites, "e- 
25 business" web-sites, and the like. An on-line retail establishment comprises 
appropriate hardware and software for displaying web-pages of a web-site in order to 
advertise products and for completing transactions with customers via the web-site. 
The term "product" is used herein to refer to a good and/or a service. If the central 
server 102 does not host the on-line retail establishment, it may be in communication 
30 with another server that hosts the on-line retail establishment. For the sake of clarity , it 
will be assumed herein that the central server 102 hosts the exemplary on-line retail 
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establishment. As should be apparent to those skilled in the art, the entity controlling 
the central server 102 may be distinct from the on-line retailer. 

The central server 102 may comprise a conventional computer system 
configured with hardware and/or software required for communicating with a 
distributed network 104 and (optionally) for hosting an on-line retail establishment. 
Those skilled in the art will understand that devices in communication with each other 
need not be continually transmitting to each other. On the contrary, such devices need 
only transmit to each other as necessary, and may actually refrain from exchanging data 
most of the time. For example, a device in communication with another device via the 
Internet may not transmit data to the other device for weeks at a time. 

The central server 102 may further comprise a processor 110 for 
executing various application program modules. Processor 110 may comprise one or 
more microprocessors, such as Pentium® microprocessors. If the processor comprises 
a plurality of microprocessors, the plurality of microprocessors may or may not operate 
in parallel. The processor 110 is in communication with a data storage device 114. 
The data storage device 114 comprises an appropriate combination of magnetic, optical 
and/or semiconductor memory, and may include Random Access Memory (RAM), 
Read-Only Memory (ROM) and/or a hard disk. The processor 110 and the storage 
device 114 may be, for example (i) located entirely within a single computer or other 
computing device; (ii) connected to each other by a remote communication medium, 
such as a serial port cable, telephone line or radio frequency transceiver; or (iii) a 
combination thereof. In one embodiment, the central server 102 may comprise one or 
more computers that are connected to a remote server computer for maintaining 
databases. The data storage device 1 14 stores a program 1 16 for controlling 

the processor 110. The processor 110 performs instructions of the program 116, and 
thereby operates in accordance with the present invention, and particularly in 
accordance with the methods described in detail herein. The program 116 may- be 
stored in a compressed, uncompiled and/or encrypted format. The program 116 
furthermore includes program elements that may be necessary, such as "device drivers" 
for allowing the processor 110 to interface with computer peripheral devices. 
Appropriate device drivers and other necessary program elements are known to those 
skilled in the art, and need not be described in detail herein. 
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The storage device 114 also stores (i) an application program 
module operating system (OS) 118, (ii) a database management system (DBMS) 120, 
(iii) a product database 122, (iv) a transaction database 124, (v) a session database 126, 
and (vi) a customer database 128. The databases 122, 124, and 126 are described in 
5 detail below and depicted with exemplary entries in the accompanying figures. As will 
be understood by those skilled in the art, the schematic illustrations and accompanying 
descriptions of the databases presented herein are exemplary arrangements for stored 
representations of information. A number of other arrangements may be employed 
besides those suggested by the tables shown. Similarly, the illustrated entries of the 
10 databases represent exemplary information, and those skilled in the art will understand 
that the number and content of the entries can be different from those illustrated herein. 
W Central server 102 further comprises a communications port 112 for 

Ly sending data to and receiving data from customer devices 106 A, 106B and 160C. The 
j=3 processor 110 may also be in communication with a clock 108 that generates signals 
;nl5 representing time and date. 

II J VyjU, / t^CSstomer devices 106 A, 106B anfl 106C may comprise conventional 

rj computer^ystems, kiosks, personal digital assistants (PDAs), or any other device 

- = $ 

configured with hardware and/or software for communicating with the distributed 

^ HI 

network 104. Customer device 106B will^now de discussed in detail. It should be 

% 20 understood that customer device 106B maybe representative of customer devices 106A 

and 106C. Customer device 106B comprises a processor 130, which may comprise one 

/ 

or more microprocessors such as such as one or more Pentium® microprocessors. If 
the processor comprises a plurality of microprocessors, the plurality of microprocessors 
may or may not operate in parallel. ^The processor 130 is in communication with data 

25 storage device 134, whichstores various application program modules, such as an 
operating system (OS) 131 and fa "browser" program module 133. The browser 
program module 133 is operable/to interpret web-page files, such as HyperText Mark- 
up Language (HTML) files, received via the distributed network 104. Customer 
devices 106A, 106B and 106C may also include other application program modules, 

30 such as electronic mail (e-mail) program modules, File Transfer Protocol (FTP) 
program modules, other file transfer program modules, and the like, to interact with 
other resources offered ^via the distributed network 104. Customer devices 106B 
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further comprises a communications port 13p for sending and receiving data. Customer 
devicel06B further comprises peripheral' devices, such as an output device 134, an 
input device 132, or any other well known peripheral device. The output device 134 
may comprise a video monitor oif other device operative to display at least 
5 alphanumeric characters to the customer. The output device may also comprise a 
printer operative to register indici^ on paper or other material, thereby printing receipts. 
The input device 132 may comprise a keyboard, mouse, touch-screen, or microphone. 
Many types of input devicesiand output devices are known to those skilled in the art, 
and need not be described m detail herein. 
10 As shown, a customer device, as illustrated by customer devices 106B 

and 106C, may be in communication with the central server 102 via the distributed 
network 104. Alternatively, as illustrated by customer device 106A, a customer device 
may be in communication with the central server 102 via a dedicated communications 
link 105 A. The connections between the various components of the exemplary system 
M5 100A may be wire or wireless connections and may comprise, for example, modem, 
direct network connection or any other means of communicating with the distributed 
network 104. The distributed network 104 may comprise the Internet, a LAN, a WAN, 
or more than one interconnected network. Those of ordinary skill in the art will 
recognize that the network configuration shown in FIG. 1 is by way of example only 
;20 and is not intended to limit the scope of the present invention. 

As shown in FIG. IB, a system 100B in accordance with another 
exemplary embodiment of the present invention may be practiced in a physical retail 
environment. The central server 102 may be configured for communication with one or 
more point-of-sale terminals 108 A, 108B and 108C and one or more customer devices 
25 106A, 106B and 106C located at one or more retail establishments. The connections 
between the various components of the exemplary system 100B may be via modem, 
direct network connection or any other means of electronic communication. The 
central server 102 may be located at the retail establishment or may be remotely located 
from the retail establishment. As shown, customer devices 106B and 106C and point- 
30 of-sale terminals 108B and 108C may communicate with the central server 102 via the 
distributed network 104. A customer device 106 A and point-of-sale terminal 108 A 
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may also communicate with the central server 102 via a dedicated communications 
links (105 A and 105B, respectively) or via other means of electronic communication. 

As is known in the art, typical point-of-sale terminals are equipped with 
processors and memory storage devices. Point-of-sale terminals may further comprise 
peripheral devices such as keypads, barcode readers, credit card readers, other input 
devices, and display devices. Point-of-sale terminals may also be equipped with 
hardware and/or software for communicating with a distributed network 104 or a 
dedicated communications link 105B. Point-of-sale terminals are also customarily 
operable to communicate with one or more financial institutions via financial networks 
(not shown) for the purpose of completing financial transactions. 

A customer device located at a retail establishment may be referred to 
herein as a "customer service" device and may comprise a kiosk or a portable data 
input device, such as a barcode scanner. In one embodiment, a customer may scan a 
product identifier, such as an SKU (stock keeping unit number) in the format of a one- 
dimensional or two-dimensional bar code, using a bar code scanner. The bar code 
scanner may be part of a customer service kiosk or may be a portable device available 
to the customer. In one variation of this embodiment, a customer may be required to be 
a member of a "frequent shopper club" in order to have access to the customer service 
device. The customer service device may transmit the product identifier to the central 
server 102 for assembly of a package. Assembly of a package at the central server 102 
may be performed in the same manner as in an on-line retail environment. The 
database 114 described above with reference to an on-line retail environment may 
function equally well in a physical retail environment. 

FIG. 1C shows a multiple retailer system 100C in accordance with 
another exemplary embodiment of the present invention. The central server 102 may 
be configured to manage package offers for multiple retailers. Accordingly, the system 
100C may be employed in situations where a central service maintains the central 
server 102 and different retailers maintain respective retailer devices 140A, 140B and 
140C. Retailers may supply data relating to products and potential packages to the 
central server 102 via the retailer devices 140A, 140B and 140C. Retailer devices 
140B and 140C may communicate with the central server 102 via a distributed network 
104. A retailer device 140 A may alternately communicate with the central server 102 
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via a direct communications link 105C. Customer devices 106A, 106B, and 106C are 
also in communication with central server 102 in the manner described with respect to 
the embodiments described above. As will be readily apparent to those of skill in the 
art, multiple retailer embodiments have applicability in either an on-line retail 
environment or a physical retail environment. 

Operation of a system 100C in accordance with a multiple retailer 
embodiment may best be described by way of example. In an on-line retail 
environment, a web-site of an on-line retail establishment may administer web-pages 
relating to products from a first retailer, a second retailer and a third retailer. When the 
central server 102 determines that a customer is interested in a primary product offered 
for sale by, for example, the first retailer, the central server 102 may assemble a 
package that includes the primary product offered for sale by the first retailer, a 
secondary product offered for sale by the second retailer and another secondary product 
offered for sale by the third retailer. A package price may be calculated for the 
package, which reflects a discount in the retail price of one or more of the package 
products. If the customer accepts the package offer, the central server 102 completes 
the transaction with the customer (i.e., collects funds in the amount of the package price 
from the customer), instructs the various retailers to deliver the package products to the 
customer and settles accounts with each retailer (i.e., provides each retailer with the 
appropriate amount of funds based on the price of the product sold by the retailer as 
included in the package price). The tasks of instructing retailers to ship products and 
settling of accounts may be performed electronically or manually. 

The illustrative system architectures described with reference to FIG. 1 
have been provided by way of example only. These and other system architectures will 
be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art. Accordingly, the scope of the present 
invention should not be limited by the various system architectures described and 
shown above. 

FIG. 2, comprising FIG. 2A, FIG. 2B, FIG. 2C,FIG. 2D, and FIG. 2E, is 
an illustration of various illustrative embodiments of a product database 122, as was 
shown in FIG. 1. Whether the present invention is practiced in an on-line retail 
environment or in a physical retail environment, the central server 102 may be operable 
to access a product database 122 in order to assemble a package. As mentioned, there 
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are many ways in which a package may be assembled. The configuration of the 
product database 122 may depend on the desired approach for package assembly. 

FIG. 2 A demonstrates a product table 122 A that may be used by the 
central server 102 to assemble packages ad hoc based on other products in which the 
5 customer has expressed an interest. As shown, the exemplary product table 122 A 
includes a product identifier 202, a cost 204, a retail price 206 and a minimum price 
208 for each product. The exemplary product table 122 A stores data records 210A- 
21 7A pertaining to various products. These products, identified by product identifiers 
202A-H, may represent all or a portion of the products available in inventory, or may 

10 represent a dynamic list of products in which the customer has expressed an interest 
during the current session or over past sessions. As used herein, the term "session" is 
meant to refer to interaction by a customer with the central server 102 by way of a 
customer device 106 A, 106B or 106C either on-line or in a physical retail 
establishment. In an exemplary embodiment, a session database 126 (as shown in FIG. 

15 1) may be maintained to dynamically track products in which the customer has 
expressed an interest (see FIG. 3). 

As mentioned, the profit margin to be realized by the retailer may play a 
significant role in the assembly of a package. While varying packages may be 
assembled based on products in which the customer has expressed an interest, only 

20 certain of these packages may make economic sense for the retailer. Thus, the 
illustrative product table 122 A includes financial data relating to each product. The 
financial data comprises the cost 204 of the product to the retailer, the retail price of the 
product 206, and the minimum price 208 at which the retailer or the operator of the 
central server 102 will allow the product to be offered in a package. Using this 

25 financial data in various ways, the central server 102 may calculate a package price for 
an assembled package and determine whether that package price meets certain pre- 
defined criteria for profitability. For example, the retailer may specify that a package 
may only be offered to a customer if the package price reflects less than a 25% 
reduction in profit margin, as compared to the sum of the retail prices of the package 

30 products. Those skilled in the art will recognize that a product may be included in the 
package at a price that is anywhere between its retail price 206 and its minimum price 
208. It may be desirable, in some cases, to include the primary product in the package 
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at its full retail price and to offer discounted prices on only the secondary products in 
the package. 

FIG. 2B demonstrates an alternate configuration of a product database 
122 that may be used by the central server 102 to assemble packages. The exemplary 
5 product table 122B stores data records 210B-217B pertaining to various products. 
Each data record 210B-217B includes a list of associated secondary products 224 
corresponding to each product identifier 202. Accordingly, when the central server 102 
determines that a primary product is of interest to a customer, the central server 102 
may access the product table 122B to ascertain a list of secondary products 224 

10 associated with that primary product. The exemplary product table 122B also includes 
two pre-determined package prices, a "pick one" package price 226 and a "pick two" 
package price 228. It is envisioned that a package offer may be presented to the 
customer as a menu of secondary products. If the customer chooses to purchase the 
primary product and one secondary product from the menu, the "pick one" package 

15 price 226 will be effective. Similarly, if the customer chooses to purchase the primary 
product and two secondary products from the menu, the "pick two" package price 228 
will be effective. Alternately, the package offer may be for each of the associated 
secondary products 224 that correspond to a primary product. A package price for a 
package including all of the associated secondary products may be calculated based on 

20 minimum prices 208 for each product (see FIG. 2A). Also, the associated secondary 
products included in the package may be selected based on a query of a session 
database 126 (see FIG. 3) to determine which, if any, of the associated secondary 
products 224 have been of interest to the customer in the past. Alternate embodiments 
of the product table 122B will be apparent to those of skill in the art. For example, any 

25 number of associated secondary products or pre-determined package prices may be 
included within the product table 122B. 

FIG. 2C demonstrates yet another alternate configuration of a product 
database 122 that may be used by the central server 102 to assemble packages. The 
exemplary product table 122C stores data records 210C-217C pertaining to various 

30 products. Each data record 2 10C - 21 7C includes a product identifier 202. Each data 
record 210C-217C further includes a first list of associated secondary products 234 and 
a second list of associated secondary products 236 for each product identifier 202. 
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Accordingly, when the central server 102 determines that a primary product is of 
interest to a customer, the central server 102 may access the product table 122C to 
retrieve one or more lists of secondary products associated with that primary product 
based on the product identifier 202 of the primary product. The exemplary product 
5 table 122B also includes a pre-determined package price 238. In an exemplary 
embodiment, the customer may be presented with two (or more) menus of secondary 
products, each menu comprising the secondary products included in the first and 
second associated list, respectively. The customer may be entitled to receive a package, 
at the predetermined package price 238, comprising one secondary product selected by 

10 the customer from a first secondary product menu and one secondary product selected 
by the customer from a second secondary product menu. As an alternate embodiment, 
secondary products from either the first list of associated secondary products 234 or the 
second list of associated secondary products 236 may be included in the package, at the 
package price 238, without any selection by the customer. Again, alternate 

15 embodiment of the exemplary product table 122C will occur to those skilled in the art 
and are considered to be within the scope of the present invention. 

FIG. 2D demonstrates still a further alternate configuration of a product 
database 122 that may be used by the central server 102 to assemble packages. The 
exemplary product table 122D stores data records 210D-217D pertaining to various 

20 products. Each data record 210D-217D includes a product identifier 202. Each 
product identifier 202 has associated therewith a first list of associated secondary 
products 234, a first package price 242 corresponding to the first list of associated 
secondary products 234, a second list of associated secondary products 236, and a 
second package price 244 corresponding to the second list of associated secondary 

25 products 236. Accordingly, when the central server 102 determines that a primary 
product is of interest to a customer, the central server 102 may access the product table 
122D to retrieve the first list of associated secondary products 234 and/or the second 
list of associated secondary products 236, based on the product identifier 202 of the 
primary product, for presentation to the customer. 

30 In one embodiment, the central server 102 may present each list of 

associated secondary products 234 and 236 to the customer along with the 
corresponding package prices 242 and 244. The customer may thus be presented with 
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the option to select either a first package or a second package. In another embodiment 
the central server 102 may select only one list of secondary products (234 or 236) for 
inclusion in a package to be presented to the customer. In this way, a different package 
may be presented to the customer each time the customer indicates an interest in a 
5 particular product. Selection of a list of associated secondary products (234 or 236) 
may be based, for example, on random or sequential selection, or on historical data 
pertaining to the customer. 

By way of illustration, the central server 102 may access a session 
database 126 (described below) to determine whether some of the products in one list 

10 of associated secondary products (234 or 236) were of interest to the customer in the 
past. Similarly, a query of the transaction database 124 or the customer database 128 
may reveal that the customer was previously offered certain products and had declined 
to purchase such products. In addition, a transaction database 124 or a customer 
database 128 may be accessed to determine whether the customer has a history of 

15 accepting package offers involving a particular discount rate. Other methods for 
selecting between multiple associated secondary products lists (234 or 236) will be 
apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art. 

FIG. 2E demonstrates still a further alternate configuration of a product 
database 122 that may be used by the central server 102 to assemble packages. The 

20 exemplary product table 122E stores data records 210E-213E pertaining to various 
products. Each data record 210E-213E includes a product identifier 202. Each product 
identifier 202 has associated therewith a secondary product identifier 254, a secondary 
product identifier 256, and a package price 258. The product table 122E illustrates an 
embodiment wherein various products offered for sale by a retailer have predefined 

25 associated package offers. In table 122E the predefined package offers comprise the 
three products indicated by product identifier 202, product identifier 254, and product 
identifier 256 and package price 258. 

Accordingly, when the central server 102 determines that a primary 
product is of interest to a customer, the central server 102 may access the product 

30 database 122E to retrieve a package offer based on the product idetentifier 202 of the 
primary product. Thus, the central controller for product "PI 98" may retrieve product 
"PI 04" and product "PI 19" and present an offer to the customer for all three products 
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for a single package price of "$300.00". The package offers may be previously defined 
by an operator of the central server 1 02 or automatically determined and stored based 
on , for exapiple, revenue management theories. 



Te above-described product tables 122A, 122B, l^^fi^Sna 122D are 
projpdetfby way of example only. A system in accordan©e*wrth the present invention 
may incorporate one or more of the exemplajy*p?oduct tables 122A, 122B, 122C and 
122D, and/or variations and/or comJ^irlStions thereof. Additionally, those skilled in the 
art will appreciate that v^pkfus aspects of the invention may be practiced without the 
need for a produgfs*tIatabase 122. 
10 FIG. 3 is an illustrative session table 300 of a session database 126 (as 

shown in FIG. 1) that may be used to track products determined to have been of interest 
to a customer in a current session and prior sessions. 

The illustrative session table 300 is particularly useful in the on-line retail environment. 
Each session table 300 is identified by a unique session identifier 302. A session 

15 identifier may be associated with a customer by storing a customer identifier and the 
session identifier 302 in a customer database 128. A session identifier may be assigned 
to a customer when the central controller first detects that a new customer has entered 
the web site administered by the central server 102. For example, a session identifier 
may be assigned when it is detected that a customer has "loaded" or connected to a 

20 page of the web site. The session table 300 stores data records 310-313 relating to 
various products. Each data record 310-313 includes a product identifier 202, a "time 
selected" 306 and a "time released" 308. In an exemplary embodiment, a web-site may 
comprise a web-page for each product offered for sale by the on-line retail 
establishment. Each web-page may have a unique identifier, which may be the same as 

25 or different from the product identifier 202. The central server 102 may be operable to 
detect the time at which a particular web-page is accessed and released by a customer 
device 106. Thus, the "time selected" 306 may correspond to the time at which the 
central server 102 detects that the customer has selected (or "loaded") a particular web- 
page associated with a corresponding product 202. The "time released" may 

30 correspond to the time at which the central server 102 determines that the customer has 
released (or "unloaded") the particular web-page. When the customer releases a web- 
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page, he or she may select another web-page and the central server 102 may record the 
appropriate information for such other web-page in the session table 300. 

> Tfoe— se ssion~da tabase^x ecord 300 may further inclu de a, re c tor 



identifier. The customer identifier may comprise information that uniquely identifies a 
customer or a customer device. In the online embodiment of the present invention, the 
customer identifier may be included within a "cookie" that is assigned toXcustomer the 
first time he visits the web site of the central server 102 and deposkra to the customer 
device as well as stored in the customer database 123. Such a cpokie is a block of data 
(e.g. a block of ASCII text) that a web server (e.g. the central server 102) stores on a 
10 customer device (e.g. a personal computer). When a cusfomer returns to the same web 
site, the browser of the customer device sends a copy of the cookie back to the central 
controller. Cookies may be used to identify u ^ rs °f ^e customer terminal, to instruct 
the central controller to send a customized aversion of a web page, to submit account 



)il information for the user, and for other administrative purposes. In the present 
-V= 15 invention, a cookie may be used to^ipstruct the central controller to retrieve the session 
m record(s) associated with the cookie in order to determine what products the customer 
!!„ had previously indicated interest in. Alternatively, the cookie may store one or more 
^ J session identifiers associa£ecl with the customer device directly. A person of ordinary 
I j skill in the art of weVsite administration will understand many variations of how to 
~ l i 20 track customer interest in various product over the course of a single or multiple visits 
(e.g. sessions).yA customer identifier may be the same or different than the session 
identifier. For example, for purposes of tracking several sessions of a single customer, 
the customer may be assigned a single customer identifier the first time he visits the 

\M^ ^\ie- j uyl a iinkpi»^c r i nn i Hpntifie i ^O? _ eflr . h time he y'\K\\<z the weh -gite 

25 The session table 300 may record all customer interactions with a web- 

site from the time the customer logs on to the web-site until the customer logs off of the 
web-site, during a single visit to the web-site. The elapsed time between a "time 
selected" 306 and a "time released" 308 may be useful in determining whether a 
product is of interest to the customer. The format for the "time selected" 306 and a 

30 "time released" 308" illustrated in FIG. 3 is "hours : minutes : seconds". For example, 
it may be determined that a customer is interested in a product if the web-page 
associated with that products is displayed to the customer device 106 for more than a 
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pre-determined amount of time (e.g. 2 seconds). Any time spent viewing a web-page 
that is less than the pre-determined amount of time may be considered to be casual 
browsing on the part of the customer. 

Other methods for determining and recording the products of interest to 
5 a customer during an on-line session will occur to those of skill in the art. For example, 
the central server 102 may be configured to determined that a customer is interested in 
a product only upon receiving an input signal to that effect. Upon receiving such an 
input signal, the central server 102 may record the appropriate product identifier 202 in 
the session table 300. Examples of input signals that may indicate a customer's interest 
10 in a product include: a key word search for the product, an e-mail requesting 
information relating to a product, a request to download information relating to a 
product, addition of a product to a virtual shopping cart or other list of products 
selected for purchase, and the like. 

Xc i^j£^* s is n OT w fttnstm^ 



His 



15 shown in^TIG. 1. A transaction record 400 may be used to store transaction data 
Relating to a completed transaction. Transaction data may be received^frbm a customer 
device 106 or from a point-of-sale terminal 108. Each transaction table 400 may be 
identified by a unique transaction identifier 402. A^transaction table 400 may also 
include a session identifier 302 identifying^a^session table 300 (see FIG. 3) from a 

20 session database 126. The transaction identifier 402 may be associated with the 
customer by storing it in association with a customer identifier (e.g. a "cookie" or a 
frequent sho^^identifier) in a record of the customer database 128 (as illustrated in 
HGr4pdeseribed~below)r 

A payment identifier 404, such as a credit card number or a financial account number, 
25 may also be recorded in the transaction record 400 to identify the customer's financial 
account that was charged, debited or credited during the initiating transaction. The 
purchase total 408 representing the total purchase price paid by the customer may also 
be stored in the transaction record 400. The purchase total of "$307.79" in FIG. 4 is 
illustrated as comprising the sum of the "price paid" for each of the products included 
30 in the transaction plus an exemplary 6.5% sales tax. The transaction record further 
includes an indication of whether the customer was presented with a package offer 
during the transaction illustrated in the subject record. Such an indication is stored in 
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the "package offered?" field 410. An indication of whether the package was accepted 
is stored in field 412. Fields 410 and 412 may be used by the operator of central server 
102 to track how many time package offers are presented to and accepted by customers. 
Such information may be tracked for individual customers by use of the session 
5 identifier 302. 

The exemplary transaction record 400 stores data objects 417-420 
relating to products included in a package that was purchased by a customer. Each data 
object 417-420 includes, for example, a product identifier 202, a retail price 206 and a 
price paid 406. If the customer purchased the product as part of a package offer, the 

10 price paid 406 may be lower than the retail price 206. Corresponding to each product 
identifier 202 is an indication of whether the product was purchased as part of an 
accepted offer. This indication is stored in field 414. An entry of "Y" in field 414 
indicates that the corresponding product was purchased as part of an accepted package 
offer. An entry of "N" in field 414 indicates that the package was not purchased as part 

15 of an accepted package offer. An indication of which product was the primary product 
that triggered the presentation of the package offer to the customer may also be stored 
in the transaction record 400. Such an indication is illustrated in data object 417, by an 
entry of "P" in the "package product?" field 414. 

The transaction record 400 also stores an indication of the payment 

20 status 416 of each product included in the subject transaction. This field may be useful 
in the physical retail embodiment where a customer may request, be presented with, 
and accept a package offer at a customer device that is remote to the POS terminal at 
which he provides payment for the products he is purchasing. In such an embodiment, 
when a customer accepts a package offer, a transaction record is created and stored, 

25 indicating the products included in the transaction that are part of the package offer. 
The status 416 of the products included in the package may be set to "pending" at this 
time. A transaction identifier for the transaction may be output to the customer for 
presentation to the operator of the POS terminal when providing payment for the 
products. Accordingly, when the customer presents the transaction identifier to the 

30 POS operator (who enters it into the POS terminal) the transaction record is retrieved 
and the appropriate prices for the product, as indicated in the "price paid" field are 
applied to the transaction total. The package price charged to the customer, as well as 
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the savings that the customer achieved by purchasing the products as a package, may be 
displayed to the customer at the POS or printed on the customer's receipt. The status of 
each of the products included in the package, as stored in the record of the transaction 
database, may be set to "paid" once the customer provides the appropriate payment. If 
5 it is determined at the POS that all of the products included in the package offer are not 
present in the customer's current transaction, the customer may be charged the full 
retail price for the products that are included in the package offer and included in the 
current transaction. In one embodiment, another package is dynamically assembled 
based on the products included in the current transaction and presented to the customer 
10 at the POS., 

T^T(^ EEC. 5 prege mtG- a n-ill ust r ato^^ 
of FIG. LrThe record 550 includes a customer identifier 20(Mkal*tffTiquely identifies 
thp^customer to which the record pertains. As descpfeetfabove the customer identifier 
^^rnay comprise (i) a frequent shoppericiga&fFSfin a physical retail environment, or (ii) at 
15 least a portion of a "cookigiititStis stored on the customer's hard-drive and transmitted 
to the centraj^sefver 102 when the customer "loads" a Web-page of the central 
lor. 

The customer record 550 may be used to build a customer profile of the 
customer identified by customer identifier 200. In accordance with an exemplary 

20 embodiment of the present invention, the customer record 550 tracks each of the 
products that a customer indicated interest in during his past visits to the Web site 
hosted by central server 102. The customer record 550 comprises data objects 551 — 
556, each storing information regarding a primary product that was determined to be of 
interest to the customer. Each of such products is identified by product identifier 202 in 

25 transaction record 550. Associated with each product identifier 202 is (i) a date of 
interest 560, which indicates the date on which the customer exhibited interest in the 
product; (ii) a purchase status 562, which indicates whether the customer has purchased 
the product to date; (iii) a package status 564, which indicates whether a package offer 
that includes the primary product has been offered to the customer and whether it has 

30 been accepted by the customer; (iv) a discount 566, which indicates, if a package offer 
for the product has been presented to the customer, how much of a discount in the retail 
price of the product (or a combination discount in the sum or retail prices of all of the 



23 



product in the package) was offered to the customer; (v) a transaction identifier 568 that 
indicates the transaction in which the purchase of the product was included, if any; and 
(vi) a session identifier 570 that indicates the session during which the customer 
indicated interest in the product. 
5 For example, data object 554 indicates that customer "C987654321" 

indicated interest in product "PI 99" on May 30, 1999 and was presented with a 
package offer, at a package price that was 10% less than the sum of the retail prices of 
the products included in the package, but that the customer declined the package offer. 
Data object 555 indicates that the same customer indicated interested again in product 

10 "PI 99" on June 2, 1999 and was again presented with a package offer, this time at a 
package price of 15% less than the sum of the retail prices of the products included in 
the package. Data object 555 indicates that this time the customer accepted the 
package offer and the product was purchased by the customer. This may be an 
indication that the customer was swayed by the higher discount and should be 

15 presented in the future with package offers that include at least a 15% discount in the 
future. 

The data stored in customer record 550 is exemplary only. Other 
variations will be obvious to one of ordinary skill in the art. For example, an indication 
of the secondary products include in a package offer to the customer may also be 

20 stored. Such information may be used to evaluate, for example, whether the customer 
is more likely to accept a package offer if certain products or types of products are 
included in the package offer. 

FIG. 6A and FIG. 6B each presents an illustrative web-page of a web- 
site associated with an on-line retail establishment. Referring now to FIG. 5A, the 

25 illustrative web-page 500A demonstrates a manner in which a package offer may be 
presented to a customer in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 
As shown, web-page 500A may list all items currently in the customer's virtual 
shopping basket 502. The package offer 504 A may be described in a textual passage as 
well as in a table showing the retail prices for each package product, the sum of the 

30 retail prices for the combination of the package products, and the discounted package 
price. The package offer 504A comprises an offer for three products at a package price 
that is less than the sum of the retail prices of the three products, wherein one of the 
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three products is the primary product that is of interest to the customer. In the 
embodiment illustrated in FIG. 6A the primary product is determined to be of interest 
to the customer because the customer has placed the product into his virtual shopping 
basket, as indicated by section 502 of the web-page 500A. The products presented to 
the customer in the package offer 504A may have been retrieved, for example, from a 
product database 122 such as illustrated by FIG. 2E. Upon being presented with such a 
package offer 504A, the customer may choose to either accept or decline it. 
Accordingly, a first selectable graphic 506 may be provided for allowing the customer 
to accept the package offer 504A. Similarly, a second selectable graphic 508 may be 
provided for allowing the customer to decline the package offer 504A. 

Ki/^rt^Stefei^Htg^ow^o^FIGrSB, the web-page "^O^d'buiuiislidtess 
which^Tpackage offer may be presented to a customer in accordance w^'lmother 
errfbodiment of the present invention. The web-page 500B includes^sentially the 



same elements 502, 506, and 506 as web-page 500A but package offer 504A has been 
substituted with package offer 504B. Package offer 504© comprises a package offer in 



accordance with an embodiment of the presejit^invention wherein the customer is 
allowed to assemble his or her own package by selecting one product from a plurality 
of menus that include two or imr^products each (of course, in variations of this 
embodiment, the custom^i^ay be allowed to select more than one product from each 
menu). The embodiment illustrated in FIG. 6B is similar to the embodiment illustrated 
in FIG. 2C.^^cordingly, a customer presented with package offer 504B must first 
ffl d^lii^ fr° m menu 552 before selecting 

The web-pages 500A and 500B are shown by way of example only. 
Other methods for presenting a package offer via a web-site or other mediums will 
occur to those of skill in the art. 

7 IG. 7 is a flow chart illustrating the general steps of an e> 
meth^d^OO for presenting a package offer to a custc^ method 700 

begins at starting block 701 whereji^custop with a retail establishment 

(on-line or physical) viaa^ustomer device. At step 702 a determination is made that 
the custom^-4fas - *Scpressed an interest in a primary product. Input signals from a 
cummer device 106 may be interpreted by the central server 102 as an expression of 
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i 



interest py tnerusl'o'fn'iir'in the prrm^ry^rocto 

106 may indicate that the customer has clicked on an image or hyperlink a^s(5ciated 
with a product using a mouse or other input device, that the customer his initiated a 
keyword search for information relating to a product, or that the customer has added a 
product to a virtual shopping cart. Other types of input signak/will be familiar to those 
of ordinary skill in the art. In certain circumstances, a laok of an input signal may also 
be interpreted by the central server 102 as an expres^itSn of interest by the customer in a 
product. By way of illustration, the central sery^r 102 may be configured to infer that a 
customer is interested in a particular ^odtict when the central server 102 detects that 
10 information pertaining to the partipxlar product has been displayed on the customer's 
output device 134 for a predetermined length of time. Accordingly, the central server 
102 may be configurecTtc^proactively monitor customer interactions with a web-site in 
an effort to infer that>one or more input signals, or a lack thereof, indicate an expression 
of interest by th^customer in a product. Alternatively, the central server 102 may be 
15 configur^'i'o passively await the transmission of an input signal from a customer 
dg^^J4M ^ h at^^ 

In response to determining that the primary product is of interest to the 
customer, a package is assembled at step 704 comprising the primary product and at 
least one secondary product. The secondary product(s) may be selected from a 
20 database of available secondary products and by be selected based on a prior expression 
of interest in the product by the customer, a relationship of the secondary product to the 
primary product (e.g. the two are associated in a database as complementary), profit 
margin considerations, etc. Assembly of a package may be performed by the central 
server 102 configured for execution of a package assemblyprogram module that may be 
25 a component of program 116 (FIG. 1A). The program 116 of the central server 102 
may be configured to assemble packages on an ad hoc basis or may be configured to 
access pre-assembled packages stored in the product database 122. Exemplary methods 
for assembling packages will be discussed in greater detail below with reference to 
FIG. 8. 

30 Next at step 706 a package price for the package is determined. The 

package price is preferably less than the sum of the retail prices of each product in the 
package. The program 116 of the central server 102 may include computer-executable 
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instructions for determining the package price for the package. It should be appreciated 
that the assembly of a package and the determination of a package price may be 
interrelated tasks. For example, the program 116 may be configured to offer a 
customer a package of products having a pre-determined package price. The pre- 
5 determined package price may be a specific dollar amount or a pre-defined percentage 
of the total retail price for the package products. It is likely to be the case that only 
certain secondary products may be included in the package in order to satisfy the pre- 
determined package price and allow the on-line retailer to earn an acceptable profit. 
Exemplary methods for determining a package price are discussed below with 

10 reference to FIG. 8. 

After the package is assembled and the package price is determined, a 
package offer is presented to the customer at step 708. A package offer comprises an 
offer for sale of the package at the package price. In an on-line retail environment, the 
package offer may be transmitted by the central server 102 to a web-site of the on-line 

15 retail establishment for presentation to the customer. The presentation of the package 
offer may include an input field or a selectable graphic allowing the customer to 
indicate an acceptance or rejection of the package offer (as illustrated by elements 506 
and 508 of FIGS. 6A and 6B). Other methods and interfaces for presenting a package 
offer to the customer will be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art and are 

20 considered to be within the scope of the present invention. As an example, a package 
offer may be presented to the user as a "pop-up" graphic on a web-page for a limited 
period of time. If the user does not indicate an acceptance of the package offer within 
the limited time duration, the pop-up graphic may be removed from the web-page 
without any affirmative input from the customer. 

25 Preferably, the package offer is presented to the customer while the 

customer is considering whether to purchase the primary product. However, the 
package offer may alternatively be presented to the customer after the customer has 
purchased the primary product, as an enticement for the customer to spend more money 
at the on-line retail establishment. Thus, the package offer may be e-mailed or 

30 otherwise communicated to the customer even after the customer has logged-off of the 
web-site associated with the on-line retail establishment. If the customer accepts such 
an offer, any discount due to the customer as a result of a discount in the retail price of 
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the primary product as included in the package offer may be (i) credited to a financial 
account associated with the customer, (ii) provided to the customer as credit that is 
redeemable with the retailer operating the central server 102 for future purchases, or 
(iii) refelected as a larger dicount in the secondary product retail prices of the package 
5 offer. 

Alternatively, a package offer may be triggered once the customer 
indicates a loss of interest in a product. Such a loss of interest may be indicated by the 
customer (i) removing the product from a virtual shopping basket, or (ii) selecting 
another Web-page or another product without placing the subject product in a virtual 
10 shopping basket. Additionally, a customer may be presented with a package offer if he 
has had a product in his virtual shopping basket for a predetermined amount of time 
without purchasing it. For example, a customer may be sent an e-mail message that 
includes a presentation of a package offer (including the product the customer has in his 
virtual shopping basket for the predetermined amount of time). If the customer has 
15 more than one product in his virtual shopping basket for a predetermined amount of 
time, a package may be assembled using one of the products in the virtual shopping 
basket as a primary product and at least one other product in the virtual shopping basket 
as a secondary product. 

In a physical retail environment, package offers may be presented to the 
20 customer in similar manners via a customer service device. A customer service device 
may optionally include an input device for allowing the user to generate an input signal 
indicating ap acceptance or rejection of a package offer. 

dftfffT"?™^™ 1 " mqHp qq tn whether the c^&u&s 
the pack^^e offer. If the customer does not accept the package offer, ^determination is 
25 maffe at step 712 as to whether another package should***^ assembled. The 
determination of whether to assemble another package**may be based on many factors, 
such as whether any other packages make^sense for the retailer (based on inventory 
and/or profitability considerations^x^hether a certain number of packages have been 



declined by the customer.^Whether the customer has indicated a desire not to be 
30 presented with further packages, etc. If a decision is made to assemble another 
package, the^exemplary method 700 may be repeated from step 702, where another 




thkt ii bl iritBrtSHW the customer is determined. 
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ifieiHOd bUU may be repeated from step 703 in oraer to assembte-arrorher £iiek&§4i bi&fcji* 
on the initial primary product. As shown, the exemplary method 700 end§^af^fep 714 
after it is determined at step 710 that the customer has accepted^fSSkage offer or after 
it is determined at step 712 that no further packageig.^e-^Jeassembled. Those skilled in 
5 - the art should recognize that exemplaryip^tt5d 700 may be repeated during a session. 
In other words, the customerig,jKyfrequired to complete all transactions and log-off or 
exit the retail establj&tatTent upon accepting a package offer. The customer may accept 
more thap^effepackage offer during a session and may complete any or all transactions 
a frtSny time^miiig - tif e-sessren. 
10 If the customer indicates an acceptance of the package offer, the 

transaction may be completed via the web-site in a customary manner. For example, 
the customer may input a credit card number or other payment identifier to the web- 
site. The central server 102 or other server hosting the web-site may be in 
communication with a financial institution for the purpose of completing transactions. 
15 Completing a transaction may comprise charging, debiting or crediting a financial 
account identified by the customer. Alternately, the central server 102 or other server 
hosting the web-site may be in communication with a point-of-sale terminal at a 
physical retail establishment for the purpose of completing transactions. 

After the transaction is complete, the central server 102 may be 
20 configured to arrange for shipment of the package products to the customer. By way of 
illustration, the central server 102 may be configured to automatically generate a 
shipping order that is transmitted to a shipping department of the retailer. Delivery of 
the package products to the customer may be accomplished in any well-known manner. 
In one embodiment, the customer may elect or be required to appear at a physical retail 
25 establishment, warehouse or distribution center to obtain the package products. 

In a physical retail environment, an input device of a customer service 
device may also allow the customer to enter a payment identifier that may identify a 
financial account to be charged, debited or credited in the amount of the package price 
or may identify another form of payment such as electronic currency (e.g. e-cash). 
30 However, in the physical retail environment payment of the package 

price will preferably be accomplished at a point-of-sale terminal 108 that may be 
separate from the custmer device 106 at which the customer is presented with, and 
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accepts, a package offer. In an illustrative embodiment, the customer may be presented 
with a customer identifier, such as a personal identification number (PIN) or other type 
of code, upon accepting the package. The customer device 106 may display the 
customer identifier to the customer via a display device. Alternately, the customer 
5 device 106 may be equipped with a printer for printing a coupon or other voucher-type 
paper that includes the customer identifier. This coupon may further include an 
indication of the products included in the package price (e.g. the description and SKU 
of each product included in the package). The customer identifier may optionally be in 
the form of a barcode or any other form of machine readable indicia that is to be input 

10 into the point-of-sale terminal 108 by way of a scanner. In a "frequent shopper club" 
embodiment, a "frequent shopper ID" previously provided to the customer may serve 
as the customer identifier. 

The customer identifier may also be stored by the central server 102 in 
association with the customer's transaction record in the transaction database 124. The 

15 customer identifier may subsequently be presented by the customer to the operator of a 
point-of-sale terminal 108. The point-of-sale terminal 108 may then transmit the 
customer identifier to the central server 102 for retrieval of the customer's record from 
the transaction database 124. As will be apparent, the point-of-sale terminal 108 may 
include an input device, such as a scanner, to receive the product identifiers from the 

20 products that the customer believes to be included in the package. 

After indicating an acceptance of a package offer and receiving a 
customer identifier, the customer may obtain what he or she believes to be the package 
products and proceed to the point-of-sale terminal for completion of the transaction. 
The point-of-sale 108 terminal may communicate with the central server 102 to retrieve 

25 the customer's accepted package price from a transaction database 124 and to charge 
the customer appropriately. The point-of-sale terminal 108 may compare the product 
identifiers of the products obtained by the customer with the product identifiers stored 
in the transaction database 124 in association with the package offer. Upon verification 
that the customer has obtained each product included in the package, the package price 

30 may be charged to the customer. 

FIG. 8, comprising FIG. 8A, FIG. 8B, FIG. 8C and FIG. 8D, provides 
flow charts illustrating exemplary methods for assembling package offers in accordance 
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with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. FIG. 8A demonstrates an 
exemplary method 800A for assembling a package offer through use of a product 
database 122, such as exemplary product database 122A of FIG. 2A. The exemplary 
method 800A begins at starting block 801 A, where a primary product has been 
5 determined to be of interest to a customer. At step 802A, the product identifier for the 
primary product is determined. Then at step 803 A, the database record associated with 
the product identifier of the primary product is accessed. The database record 
associated with the product identifier of the primary product stores financial 
information pertaining to the primary product, such as the cost to the retailer of the 

10 primary product, the retail price of the primary product and the minimum price at 
which the retailer is willing to sell the primary product. 

At step 804A, at least one secondary product is selected for inclusion in 
the package. Preferably, the secondary product(s) are selected based on a prior 
expression of interest by the customer. The product database 122 may store only those 

15 products that were previously of interest to the customer. Alternately, a session 
database 126 (see FIG. 1A) may store such information and selection of the secondary 
products may be performed based on cross-reference to the session database for a 
determination of secondary products in which the customer has expressed an interest. 

In another embodiment, selection of the secondary products may be 

20 based on cross-reference to a product database such as illustrated by product table 122E 
(FIG. 2E) which may store pre-determined or dynamically determined associations 
between the primary product and one or more secondary products. For example, with 
specific reference to FIG. 2E, the product database 122E specifies that if a product 
having product identifier "PI 98" is determined to be the primary product, the products 

25 having product identifiers "PI 04" and "PI 19" are to be selected as the secondary 
products and the three products presented to the customer for a package price of 
"$300.00", as depicted in record 210E. As a specific illustration, if a red scarf is 
determined to be the primary product of interest to the customer, an entry in the product 
table 122E may specify that the secondary products to be selected for the package are a 

30 matching pair of red gloves and a red hat. Other methods for selection of secondary 
products will occur to those of ordinary skill in the art. 
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Next at step 805A, the profit margin for the primary product is 
determined based on the retail price and the cost of the primary product (e.g. profit 
margin = retail price - cost). In one embodiment of the present invention, the selection 
of the secondary products to be included in the package with the primary product is 
based on the profit margin of hte primary product. For example, if the primary product 
has a high profit margin, secondary products with relatively low profit margins may be 
included in the package offer because the high profit margin of the primary product 
may be used to fund the overall discount of the package price as compared to the sum 
of the retail prices of the primary product and the secondary product(s). 

For example, a primary product may be a dress that has a profit margin 
of $50 (e.g. retail price of dress = $150, and the cost of the dress = $100). The central 
server 102 may thus include a relatively low margin product, such as a scarf that has an 
associated profit margin of $5 (e.g. retail price of scarf = $50, and cost of scarf = $45). 
Due to the high margin of the dress, the package of the dress and the scarf may be 
offered at an attractively discounted price of $170. The package price of $170 is 15% 
less than $200, the sum of the retail prices for the dress and the scarf ($150 + $50 = 
$200). If the primary product had not been a high margin product, the retailer may 
have been unwilling to offer such a high discount due to an unacceptably low overall 
profit margin for the contents of the package. In the above example, the retailer earns a 
$30 overall profit margin on the contents of the package, referred to herein as a package 
profit margin ($175 (package price) - $100 (cost of dress) - $45 (cost of scarf) = $30). 
If, however, the margin of the dress had only been $15 (e.g. the cost of the dress in the 
above example = $135), the retailer would have suffered a loss of $5 on the package if 
he had offered it to the customer for the package price of $170 ($170 (package price) - 
$135(cost of dress) - $45(cost of scarf) = -$5). The retailer may find such a loss 
unacceptable. In order to prevent such a loss the retailer may (i) determine a lower 
discount (e.g. less than 15% in the above example), or (ii) select a secondary product 
with a higher profit margin and attempt to assemble another package at the relatively 
higher discount (e.g. 15%). 

Also, the retailer may wish to earn a minimum package profit margin on 
each package offer. For example, the retailer may set a minimum profit margin for a 
package price at a predetermined amount (e.g. $10) or at a predetermined percentage of 
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the sum of the profit margins for the primary and secondary products included in a 
package offer (e.g. 50%). As an example of the latter, a profit margin for a primary 
product is $50, a profit margin for a first secondary product is $10, and a profit margin 
for a second secondary product is $20. The sum of the profit margins for the primary 
5 product and the two secondary products is $80 ($50 + $10 + $20 = $80). The retailer 
has set the minimum package profit margin at 50% of the sum of the profit margins of 
the products included in the package based on the retail price of each product. Thus, in 
order for the three products above to be offered in a package, the package profit margin 
has to be $40 or more. Accordingly, in such an embodiment, the central server 102 

10 may take the profit margin of the primary product and the secondary product(s) into 
account when assembling a package and determining a package price. 

In still another illustrative embodiment, selection of secondary products 
for inclusion in a package may be based entirely on criteria for profitability. Based on 
products available in inventory, the central server 102 may attempt to assemble a 

15 package that provides a particular discount level to the customer while yielding a 
certain profit margin for the retailer. In one embodiment of the present invention, the 
retailer may wish to include products that are distressed (e.g. have not been selling well 
or are about to expire) in a package. In such a case, the retailer may offer a very high 
discount on the secondary product because any price received as a result of the 

20 distressed product being sold as part of a package may be more profitable than letting 
the product sit on the shelf longer and/or expire. Such distressed products may be 
flagged in an inventory database and selected by the central server 1 02 for inclusion in 
a package. The secondary products selected for the package may have no relationship 
to the primary product other than a monetary relationship. For example, if a primary 

25 product of interest to a customer is a television, the secondary products included in the 
package may be a shovel and a sweater, which were selected based entirely on profit 
margin considerations. However, as will be appreciated by those of skill in the art, a 
package offer is more likely to be accepted by a customer if the package includes 
products that are known to be of interest to the customer. Therefore, assembly of 

30 packages based entirely on economic considerations may not be practical. 

At step 806A, it is determined whether the profit margin for the primary 
product is high. Of course, the definition of a high profit margin is relative. For 
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example, a retailer may set a threshold amount at or above which the prift margin is to 
be considered high and below which the profit margin is considered to be low. The 
threshold amount may alternatively be a threshold percentage of the sum of the costs of 
the products included in the package. In an illustrative embodiment, the criteria for 
5 determining whether a profit margin is high may be customer-specific. In other words, 
the retailer may be willing to realize less of a profit margin on package sales to regular 
or preferred customers, as compared to infrequent customers. Furthermore, the retailer 
may determine that a particular customer has historically accepted packages offers that 
provide a certain percentage discount and may attempt to assemble a package having a 

10 package price that provides that percentage discount. Data pertaining to historical 
transactions may be stored in a transaction database 124 or a customer database 128(as 
shown in FIG. 1 A and illustrated in FIG. 4 and FIG. 5). 

If the profit margin of the primary product is determined to be 
sufficiently high, a more deeply discounted package price is calculated at step 807A. If 

15 the profit margin of the primary product is not sufficiently high, a less discounted 
package price is determined at step 808A. Again, the retailer may set a threshold 
percentage (e.g. 15%) off of the sum of the retail prices of the products included in the 
package at or above which a package price is to be considered a more discounted 
package price and below which a package price is to be considered a less discounted 

20 package price. Alternatively, rather than setting a threshold amount or percentage, the 
retailer may set a range of acceptable amount or percentages within which the package 
profit margin is to be considered acceptable (e.g. 10% - 25%), rather than high or low. 
After calculation of the package price, the profit margin for the package is calculated at 
step 809A by subtracting the cost of each package product from the package price. At 

25 step 810A, a determination is made as to whether the profit margin of the package is 
acceptable to the retailer. If the profit margin is not acceptable to the retailer, a 
decision to assemble a different package may be made at step 811 A. If a new package 
is to be assembled, the exemplary method 800A is repeated from step 804A, where 
another at least one secondary package is selected. However, if it is decided at step 

30 811 A not to assemble a new package, the package price for the existing package is 
adjusted (e.g. increased by a predetermined percentage or amount) at step 81 2 A. From 
step 81 2 A, the exemplary method 800A is repeated from step 809 A, where the profit 
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margin of the package is calculated based on the adjusted package price. When a 
package is finally assembled having an acceptable package price, the method advances 
from step 81 OA to step 813A, where the package offer is presented to the customer. 
The exemplary method 800A then ends at step 814A. 
5 FIG. 8B demonstrates an exemplary method 800B for assembling a 

package offer through use of a product database 122, such as exemplary product 
database 122B of FIG. 2B. The exemplary method 800B begins at starting block 801 B, 
where a primary product has been determined to be of interest to a customer. At step 
802B, the product identifier for the primary product is determined. Then, at step 803B, 

10 the database record associated with the product identifier of the primary product is 
accessed. The database record associated with the product identifier of the primary 
product stores a list of associated secondary products. At step 804B, the list of 
secondary products associated with the primary product is retrieved from the database 
record. At step 805B a plurality of "pick X" package prices are determined, 

15 corresponding to the package price if the customer selects "X" number of the 
associated secondary products from the list. For example, a "pick one" package price 
corresponds to the package price if the customer selects one secondary product to be 
included in a package along with the primary product. Likewise, a "pick two" package 
price corresponds to the package price if the customer selects two of the associated 

20 secondary products from the list. Any number of "pick X" package prices may be 
determined, limited only by the number of associated secondary products in the list. 
Those skilled in the art should recognize, however, the pre-determined list of associated 
secondary products is not required. The list of associated secondary products may 
alternately be created ad hoc and may include any number of secondary products. 

25 Determination of the "pick X" package prices may be performed ad hoc, or may be 
performed by retrieving predetermined "pick X" package prices from the database 
record associated with the product identifier of the primary product. At step 806B 
multiple secondary products from the list of associated secondary products are 
presented to the customer along with instructions that the customer is permitted to 

30 select up to "X" number of the secondary products for inclusion in a package offered at 
the corresponding "pick X" package price. The exemplary method 800B then ends at 
step 807B. 
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FIG. 8C demonstrates an exemplary method 800C for assembling a 
package offer through use of a product database 122, such as exemplary product 
database 122C of FIG. 2C. The exemplary method 800C begins at starting block 
801 C, where a primary product has been determined to be of interest to a customer. At 
5 step 802C, the product identifier for the primary product is determined. Then at step 
803C, the database record associated with the product identifier of the primary product 
is accessed. The database record associated with the product identifier of the primary 
product stores a plurality of lists of associated secondary products and a package price. 
For brevity, the present example will be limited to a first associated secondary product 

10 list and a second associated secondary product list. At step 804C, the first list of 
secondary products associated with the primary product is retrieved from the database 
record. At step 805C the second list of secondary products associated with the primary 
product is retrieved from the database record. At step 806C the package price is 
retrieved from the database record. Then at step 807C the first and second lists of 

15 associated secondary products are presented to the customer. At step 808C, the 
customer is instructed that he or she may select one secondary product from each list of 
associated secondary products for inclusion in a package along with the primary 
package. The package will be offered for sale at the package price for which ever 
products are selected by the customer. The exemplary method 800C then ends at step 

20 809C. Although the customer was instructed to pick one product from each presented 
list, it should be understood that the customer could be instructed to select more than 
one product from at least one of the lists. 

FIG. 8D demonstrates an exemplary method 800D for assembling a 
package offer through use of a product database 122, such as exemplary product 

25 database 122D of FIG. 2D. The exemplary method 800D begins at starting block 
801 D, where a primary product has been determined to be of interest to a customer. At 
step 802D, the product identifier for the primary product is determined. Then, at step 
803D, the database record associated with the product identifier of the primary product 
is accessed. The database record associated with the product identifier of the primary 

30 product stores a plurality of lists of associated secondary products and a plurality of 
corresponding package prices. For brevity, the present example will be limited to a 
first associated secondary product list, a corresponding first package price, a second 
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associated secondary product list and a corresponding second package price. At step 
804D, the first list of secondary products and the corresponding first package price 
associated with the primary product are retrieved from the database record. Similarly, 
at step 805D the second list of secondary products and the corresponding second 
5 package price associated with the primary product are retrieved from the database 
record. At step 806D the first list of secondary products is presented to the customer 
for inclusion in a first package, along with the primary product, offered for sale at the 
first package price. At step 807D the second list of secondary products is presented to 
the customer for inclusion in second a package, along with the primary product, offered 
10 for sale at the second package price. The exemplary method 800D then ends at step 
808D. 

3 FIG. 9 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method for determining 

1 a package price in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

The method 900 begins at starting block 901, where a primary product is determined to 
=15 be of interest to a customer. At step 902, the retail profit margin for the primary 
1 product is determined based on the difference in the retail price of the primary product 

and the cost of the primary product, 
j Next, at step 903, the minimum profit margin for the primary product is 

t determined. The minimum profit margin corresponds to the difference in the minimum 
320 price at which the retailer is willing to sell the primary product an the cost of the 
primary product. At step 904 one or more secondary products are selected for inclusion 
in the package. Selection of the secondary products may be based on the retail margin 
or the minimum margin of the primary product. In other words, if the retail margin or 
the minimum margin for the primary product is high, more expensive secondary 
25 products may be selected for inclusion in the package. Other manners of selecting 
secondary products for inclusion in a package have been discussed herein. Still other 
methods for selecting secondary products for inclusion in a package will be apparent to 
those of ordinary skill in the art. At step 905, the retail profit margin for each 
secondary product selected for inclusion in the package is determined. At step 906, the 
30 minimum profit margin for each secondary product included in the package is 
determined. Then at step 907, the minimum profit margin for the package is 
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determined by summing the minimum profit margin for the primary product and each 
minimum profit margin of the secondary products included in the package. 

At step 908, a determination is made as to whether the minimum 
package profit margin is acceptable. If the minimum package profit margin is not 
5 acceptable, a decision may be made at step 909 to discard the present package and 
assemble a new package. If it is decided to assemble a new package, the exemplary 
method 900 is repeated from step 904, where a new set of secondary products are 
selected for inclusion in the new package. However, if it is decided not to assemble a 
new package, the minimum profit margin of the primary product and/or one or more of 

10 the secondary products included in the package is adjusted at step 910. To adjust the 
minimum profit margin for a product, a new price for that product is selected that falls 
between the retail price and the minimum price for that product. After adjustment of 
the minimum profit margin of the primary product and/or one or more of the secondary 
products, the adjusted package profit margin is calculated at step 911. From step 911, 

15 the method 900 is repeated from step 908, where it is determined if the package profit 
margin is acceptable. When a package is finally determined having an acceptable profit 
margin (e.g. a profit margin above a predefined amount or percentage or within an 
acceptable amount or percentage range), the package offer for sale of the package at the 
package price is presented to the customer at step 912. The exemplary method 900 

20 then ends at step 913. 

FIG. 10A and FIG. 10B are a flow chart illustrating an exemplary 
method for determining a package offer to present to a customer in response to the 
customer's interest in a primary product, in accordance with an exemplary embodiment 
of the present invention. The process 1000 of FIGS. 10A and 10B is discussed with 

25 illustrative reference to product table 122A (FIG. 2A) and session record 300 (FIG. 3). 

The process 1000 of FIGS. 10A and 10B begins at step 1002, where it is 
determined that a primary product is of interest to a customer. Various methods of 
determining that a product is of interest to a customer, and should therefore be 
considered a primary product in accordance with this invention, are discussed above. 

30 In response to the determination that a primary product is of interest to a customer, the 
session record of the customer that has indicated the interest in the current product is 
accessed in step 1004, in order to determine whether there are any other products the 
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cusotmer has indicated interest in earlier in the session. For example, referring to 
session record 300, if it is determine that product "PI 22" is the primary product, the 
session record 300 indicates, in data object 312, that product "PI 02" is also of interest 
to the customer, since the customer had previously selected it. It should be assumed, 
for purposes of the present example, that if a the elapsed time between the "time 
selected" 306 and "time released" 308 corresponding to a product in the session record 
300 is at least two seconds, the product should be considered of interest to the 
customer. Referring again to FIG. 10A, at step 1006, a product from the session record 
is selected as a secondary product to be included in a package offer with the primary 
product. In the example discussed above with reference to session record 300, product 
"PI 02" is selected as the secondary product. 

Referring again to FIG. 10A, at step 1008, the record of the primary 
product is retrieved from the product database based on the product identifier. In the 
current example, product "PI 22" is considered the primary product. Therefore, the 
record 217A of product "PI 22" is retrieved from product table 122 A, for the purposes 
of the example. At step 1010, the minimum price for the product is determined. Such a 
determination may be made based on, for example, a minimum profit margin set by the 
retailer. Alternatively, such a determination may be made by retrieving the minimum 
price associated with the primary product directly from the product database. Again 
referring to product table 122 A as an example, record 217A indicates that the minimum 
price for product "PI 22" is "$32.00". Referring again to the process 1000, a 
discounted price for the primary product is set at step 1012, based on the minimum 
price. In the current example, the system will set the discounted price, as to be 
included in the package, at $32.00, the minimum price. Alternatively, the discounted 
price may be set at any price not greater than $35.00 (the retail price) and not less than 
$32.00 (the minimum price). 

Referring again to process 1000, the record of the secondary product 
(determined in step 1006) is retrieved from the product database 122 in step 1014 and 
the minimum price for the secondary product is determined in step 1016. Referring 
again to the example using the product table 122 A, the secondary product "PI 02" has 
an associated minimum price of $34.00, as indicated by record 21 2 A. Returning to 
process 1000, the discounted price, as to be included in the package price, is 
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determined for the secondary product in step 1018. The discounted price may be based 
on, for example, the minimum price and the retail price and any other rules set by the 
retailer. An example of such a rule may be that the discounted price should be set half- 
way between the retail price and the minimum price for the secondary product for an 
initial attempt to calculate an acceptable package price. Thus, in the current example, 
the discounted price for product "PI 02" is set at $37.00. 

Returning to process 1000, a determination of whether another 
secondary product should be selected is made at decision block 1020. Such a 
determination may be made, based on, for example, whether the retailer has set a 
minimum or maximum number of products to be included in a package. Alternatively, 
such a determination may be made based on an evaluation of the package profit margin 
based on the current products in the package. For example, if the package profit 
margin is unacceptably low, another secondary product may be selected (maybe a 
relatively high profit margin secondary product) in an attempt to obtain an acceptable 
package profit margin. If, at decision block 1020, it is determined that another 
secondary product is to be selected, the process loops back to step 1006. If, at decision 
block 1020, it is determined that another secondary product is not to be selected, the 
process continues to step 1022. For the sake of the current example, it is assumed that 
the retailer set a maximum number of products in a package at two so another 
secondary product is not selected. 

At step 1022, the package price is determined based on the discounted 
prices set in steps 1012 and 1018. In the current example, the package price is 
determined to be $69.00 ($32.00 for the primary product "P122" + $37.00 for the 
secondary product "PI 02"). At step 1024, the profit margin of the package is 
determined. The package profit margin, as determined above, is determined by 
subtracting the cost of each product included in the package from the package price. 
In the current example the cost associated with the primary product "PI 22", as 
indicated by record 217A of product table 122 A, is $30.00. The cost associated with 
secondary product "PI 02", as indicated by record 212A of product table 122 A, is also 
$30.00. Therefore, the package profit margin is $9.00 ($69.00 - $30.00 - $30.00 = 
$9.00). Another way of looking at the profit margin is that it is 15% of the sum of the 
cost of the products included in the package ([$9.00/($30.00 +$30.00)]* 100 = 15%). 
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At decision block 1026, it is determined whether the package profit 
margin is acceptable. As discussed above, a retailer may set a minimum profit margin 
or a range of acceptable profit margins, in the form of a dollar amount or a percentage. 
If, at decision block 1026 it is determined that the profit margin is acceptable, the 
process 1000 continues to step 1028. At step 1028, the package offer comprising the 
primary product determined in step 1 002 and the secondary product(s) selected in step 
1006 are presented to the customer for the package price determined in step 1022. Of 
course, other information, such as descriptions or images of the products included in 
the package could also be presented to the customer as part of the package offer. For 
the sake of the current example, it is assumed that 15% is an acceptable package profit 
margin. 

If, at decision block 1026, it is determined that the package profit margin 
is not acceptable, the process continues to decision block 1030. At decision block 1030 
it is determined whether another package offer should be created. Creating another 
package offer may comprise determining another package price for the primary product 
and the secondary product(s) defining the package offer. Creating another package 
offer may also comprise selecting another secondary product to be included in the 
package in addition to or instead of at least one secondary product currently included in 
the package. 

If, at decision block 1030, it is determined that another package offer 
should not be created, the process 1000 may end. It may be determined that another 
package offer should not be created if, for example, there are no other secondary 
products available (e.g. there are no other products other than the ones already selected 
store in the session record being used to create the current package) and/or if the 
discounted prices for the products included in the package were already set to the 
minimum prices for the products. If, at decision block 1030, it is determined that 
another package offer should be created, the process 1000 continues to decision block 
1032. 

At decision block 1032 it is determined whether another secondary 
product should be selected. If another secondary product is to be selected, the process 
1000 loops back to step 1006. A retailer may set preferences regarding whether, in 
creating another package offer, (i) the currently selected secondary product(s) should be 
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deselected and another secondary product selected, (ii) another secondary products 
should be selected in addition to the currently selected secondary product(s), or (iii) the 
discounted prices for the currently selected secondary products should be decremented. 
Based on such preferences, if at decision block 1032 it is determined that another 
5 secondary product should not be selected, the process 1000 continues to decision block 
1034. 

At decision block 1034 it is determined whether at least one of the 
discounted prices for the products included in the package can be lowered. Such a 
determination may be made by comparing the discounted price of each product in the 

10 package to the minimum price associated with the product. If the discounted price of at 
least one product is greater than the minimum price for the product, then the discounted 
price can be lowered. The discounted price can be lowered by a predefined dollar 
amount or percentage such that it is not lower than the minimum price for the product. 
If, at step 1034, it is determined that the discounted price for at least one product can be 

15 lowered, then the process 1000 continues to step 1036, where the at least one 
discounted price is lowered. Once the discounted price is lowered, the process loops 
back to step 1022, where the package price is once again determined based on the 
discounted prices of the products included in the package, at least one of which has just 
been lowered. If, at decision block 1034, it is determined that at least one disocunted 

20 price cannot be lowered (e.g. all discounted prices are set to the associated minimum 
prices of the corresponding products), then the process 1000 may loop back to step 
1006, where another secondary product is selected in addition to or instead of the 
currently selected secondary product(s). Alternatively, if at decision block 1034, it is 
determined that at least one discounted price cannot be lowered, the process 1 000 may 

25 end. 

While this invention has been described in detail with particular 
reference to exemplary embodiments thereof, it should be understood that variations 
and modifications can be effected within the spirit and scope of the invention. For 
example, it has been described herein that a customer input signal indicating addition of 
30 a product to a virtual shopping cart may be interpreted as an expression of interest in a 
primary product and may trigger the assembly of a package. In an alternate 
embodiment, a new package may be assembled and presented to the customer each 
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time the customer adds a new product to the virtual shopping cart. Each new package 
may be based on the aggregate contents of the virtual shopping cart. Furthermore, the 
number of products, the expected purchase total for all of the products currently in the 
shopping basket and/or the combined profit margin of the products currently in the 
shopping basket may be used to determine the depth of the discount utilized to calculate 
the package price. Likewise, a new package offer may be assembled and presented to 
the customer each time the customer removes a product from the virtual shopping cart. 
Again, the new packages may be based on the products remaining in the virtual 
shopping cart or may be based on the removed product, as an enticement to add the 
removed product back into the virtual shopping cart. In another alternate embodiment, 
the customer may be provided with an opportunity to request a package. A customer 
request for a package may comprise a request for the retailer to select secondary 
products for inclusion in a package to be offered at a retailer determined package price. 
As another example, a customer request for a package may comprise a request for a 
retailer-selected package price for a package that is assembled by the customer. In still 
another example, the customer may select the primary product and the secondary 
products for inclusion in the package as well as a suggested package price. Thus, the 
customer request for the package may comprise a request for retailer approval of the 
customer-assembled package. These and other alternate embodiments will be apparent 
to those of ordinary skill in the art. Accordingly, the scope of the present invention is 
to be limited only by the appended claims. 
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